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 Despite the vast body of research on privatization of prisons in the United States, 
little is known about the relationship between these types of facilities and death in 
custody. The literature on privatization compares private prisons to public prisons on 
many factors such as recidivism and cost-benefit analyses. However, there is a gap in the 
literature regarding death in custody in public and private facilities. This study focuses on 
both individual and facility level differences in Florida and Texas to explore potential 
difference in death in custody between public and private prisons. The research focuses 
on differences in the number of stays, length of incarceration, and facility security levels, 
the study found decedents in private prisons differed significantly on these characteristics 
from their public prison counterparts. Additionally, an analysis of death rates in both 
states of private and public facilities found that there were significantly more deaths in 
public facilities overall. This exploratory study is part of the growing body of research on 
death in custody in private and public facilities in the United States. Future studies should 
focus on this understudied area of the privatization debate, particularly in states across the 
United States. 
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Inmate Death in Public and Private Prisons    ii 
 
Table of Contents 
Abstract ............................................................................................................................................. i 
Table of Contents ............................................................................................................................. ii 
List of Tables and Figures ............................................................................................................... iv 
I. Introduction .................................................................................................................................. 1 
Purpose of the Study and Research Questions ............................................................................. 3 
II. Literature Review ........................................................................................................................ 5 
Emergence of Private Prisons ...................................................................................................... 5 
Why Privatize? ............................................................................................................................. 7 
A Caution on Privatization ........................................................................................................... 9 
Early Empirical Comparisons: Cost and Services ..................................................................... 11 
Meta-Analysis ............................................................................................................................ 13 
Prison Characteristics and Safety ............................................................................................... 13 
Recidivism ................................................................................................................................. 15 
Death in Custody ........................................................................................................................ 15 
III. Data and Methods .................................................................................................................... 19 
Definitions of Variables ............................................................................................................. 21 
Analytic Approach ..................................................................................................................... 24 
IV. Results ..................................................................................................................................... 26 
Descriptive Data ......................................................................................................................... 26 
Florida ........................................................................................................................................ 27 
Number of Stays, Total Number of Days, and Days in Last Incarceration Period ........... 27 
Number of Stays, Total Number of Days, and Days in Last Incarceration Period vs 
Suicide, Homicide, and Natural Death ............................................................................. 29 
Inmate Death in Public and Private Prisons    iii 
 
Facility Security Level ...................................................................................................... 30 
Homicide, Suicide, and Natural Deaths vs Facility Security Level .................................. 31 
Texas .......................................................................................................................................... 32 
Days in Last Incarceration Period ..................................................................................... 32 
Days in Last Incarceration Period vs Suicide, Homicide, and Natural Death .................. 33 
Facility Security Level ...................................................................................................... 33 
Homicide, Suicide, and Natural Deaths vs Facility Security Level .................................. 34 
Facility Level Differences .......................................................................................................... 34 
V. Discussion ................................................................................................................................. 36 
VI. Limitations ............................................................................................................................... 38 
References ...................................................................................................................................... 40 
Appendices ..................................................................................................................................... 46 
A. List of Private Facilities in Florida and Texas ...................................................................... 46 
B. Demographics for Florida and Texas .................................................................................... 48 
C. Florida Table Means  ............................................................................................................. 52 
D. Facility Security in Florida and Texas .................................................................................. 53 










Inmate Death in Public and Private Prisons    iv 
 
List of Tables and Figures 
Table 1: Independent Samples t-test Results Comparing Private and Public Prisons on Number of 
Stays, Total Number of Days, and Days in Last Incarceration Period .......................................... 28  
Table 2: Independent Samples t-test Results for Homicide in Public and Private Prisons vs 
Number of Stays, Total Number of Days, and Days in Last Incarceration Period  ....................... 29  
Table 3: Independent Samples t-test Results for Suicide in Public and Private Prisons vs Number 
of Stays, Total Number of Days, and Days in Last Incarceration Period ...................................... 30 
Table 4: Independent Samples t-test Results for Natural Death in Public and Private Prisons v. 
Number of Stays, Total Number of Days, and Days in Last Incarceration Period ........................ 30 
Table 5: Descriptive Statistics for Days in Custody for Texas Decedents .................................... 32 
Table 6: Independent Samples t-test Results Comparing Private and Public Prisons on Days Last 
Incarceration Period ....................................................................................................................... 33 
Table 7: Independent Samples t-test for Results Comparing Private and Public Prisons on Days 
Last Incarceration Period on Suicide and Natural Death ............................................................... 33 
Table 8: Rates of Death from 2005-2015 ....................................................................................... 36 
Table 1A: Private Facilities in Florida and Texas .......................................................................... 46 
Table 1B: Descriptive Statistics for Florida Decedents ................................................................. 50 
Table 2B: Descriptive Statistics for Texas Decedents ................................................................... 51 
Table 1C: Descriptive Statistics for Number of Stays, Total Number of Days and Days in Last 
Incarceration Period for Florida Decedents ................................................................................... 52 
Table 1D: Facility Security Level and Facility Type in Florida  ................................................... 53 
Table 2D: Homicide, Suicide, and Natural deaths vs Facility Security Level in Public and Private 
Prisons in Florida ........................................................................................................................... 53 
Table 3D: Facility Security Level and Facility Type in Texas ...................................................... 54 
Inmate Death in Public and Private Prisons    v 
 
Table 4D: Homicide, Suicide, and Natural deaths vs Facility Security Level in Public and Private 
Prisons in Texas ............................................................................................................................. 54 
Table 1E: Facility Years in Florida and Texas from 2005-2015 ................................................... 55 
Figure 1. Demographic Make Up of Florida Decedents ................................................................ 48 
Figure 2: Demographic Make Up of Private Florida Decedents.................................................... 48 
Figure 3: Demographic Make Up of Texas Decedents .................................................................. 49 
Figure 4: Demographic Make Up of Private Texas Decedents...................................................... 49 
Figure 5: Death Rates in Florida and Texas ................................................................................... 35 
Inmate Death in Public and Private Prisons    1 
 
I. Introduction 
Death in custody, whether in police or in correctional custody, is currently a 
contentious issue. Custodial deaths involving claims race of racial bias or egregious 
custody conditions receive the most attention, most of the deaths in custody go unnoticed. 
Thousands of prisoners die every year across the country. In 2014, a total of 3,927 
prisoners died in the custody of state and federal prisons (Noonan, 2016, p.1). This 
number includes deaths related to natural causes, disease, suicide, and homicide. Most of 
these deaths were concentrated in state prisons, where deaths increased from a rate of 265 
per 100,000 in 2012 to 274 per 100,000 in 2013. In fact, from 2001 to 2014, of the 50,785 
prisoner deaths that occurred in state and federal prisons, 45,640 occurred in state prisons 
(Noonan, 2016, p. 1). 
Given these troubling statistics, it is important to attempt to understand some of 
the underlying dynamics in deaths in custody. One of the most controversial and 
understudied aspects in correctional practice is the relationship between private prisons 
and inmate death. Some possible differences that may lead to distinct outcomes in public 
and private facilities include differences in management, facility characteristics, and 
performance factors. Because of the increased usage of private prison facilities since the 
1980’s, this relationship deserves examination.  
 Private facilities held a total of 131,000 prison inmates in 2014 (Carson, 2015, 
p.1), with 12% of Federal Bureau of Prison (BOP) inmates housed in private facilities 
(U.S. Department of Justice, 2016, p.i). While under President Obama’s administration, 
Deputy Attorney General Sally Q. Yates initiated the process of gradually reducing the 
contracts with privately operated prisons (2016, p.2). So stunning was the announcement 
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that the stocks of Corrections Corp. of America (CCA) and GEO Group Inc., two of the 
largest private corrections companies, plummeted 35% and 40% respectively (Yu, 2016). 
However, the tide has once again turned following President Trump’s election. Though 
the federal government has vowed to reduce the number of contracts with private prisons, 
state and local governments still account for many of the prisoners in private prisons 
(Sentencing Project, 2012). Given the decision to reduce the dependence on private 
prisons, it is important to discuss how private prisons emerged.  
 Noting the dramatic increase in prison population stemming from the 1980’s, the 
BOP began contracting with private prisons in 1997 (U.S. Department of Justice, 2016, p. 
i). Private prisons, such as those operated by CCA, offered government agencies 
responsive, innovative, and cost-effective alternatives (CCA, 2016). Their belief was that 
the private sector is more innovative and less bureaucratic than the public sector, 
therefore making it more cost-effective. While Mexican nationals were initially 
incarcerated in these institutions, their reach was expanded to include other inmates (U.S. 
Department of Justice, 2016, p.1). The increasing reliance on private prisons launched 
several studies that focused on different aspects of privatization.   
 The studies on private and public facilities have been directed at several aspects, 
including alleged benefits and negative consequences of privatization. Empirical studies 
have been focused on cost-benefit comparisons, quality-performance, and recidivism. 
Little attention has been paid to the possible relationship between death in custody, public 
and private prisons. While there are no empirical studies directly looking at this 
relationship in the United States, there are studies looking at death in custody 
concentrated on private-public comparisons from other countries. Given the lack of 
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research on this area, aspects that may relate to deaths in prisons should be analyzed. 
These include costs-quality, facility level characteristics, and safety differences. By 
highlighting differences in costs and quality, arguments can be made whether private 
prisons may be more conducive to inmate death. Opponents of privatization believe that 
reducing costs can negatively impact the quality of private facilities, thereby increasing 
prisoner death. Performance based characteristics include staff to inmate ratios, type of 
prisoner, and age and security level of the prison. Safety differences are also important to 
assess to determine whether private prisons are safer than public prisons. A review of the 
literature will shed light on the relationship between these factors. 
Purpose of the Study and Research Questions 
This study seeks to add to the existing body of literature by empirically analyzing 
inmate deaths in public and private prisons. This is one area in corrections where there 
has been little empirical research, therefore this study was exploratory in nature. The 
study focused on both individual level and facility level differences between private and 
public facilities. Several research questions were developed to fully utilize the available 
datasets.  Using z-tests for proportions and t-tests, this study analyzed the following 
research questions. 
RQ1. Does length of incarceration, number of incarceration stays, and number of 
days in the last incarceration period differ for the decedents in public and private 
facilities? 
RQ1A: Do the same variables differ for decedents who died from suicide, 
homicide, and natural death in public and private facilities? 
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One aspect of this question examines whether there are differences in the number 
of incarceration periods for decedents in private facilities and public facilities. Another 
part of this question seeks to determine if the total length of stay is different for both 
facility types. The third part of this question seeks to determine if the length of the final 
incarceration stay is different in public and private facilities. Additionally, the variables 
have been analyzed for difference between private and public prisons in suicide, 
homicide, and natural death. To further understand the variables and factors that may 
affect death in custody as well as differences in public and private facilities, is necessary 
to discuss some of the common themes found in the literature.  
RQ2: How does facility security level differ for private and public facilities.  
RQ2A: How does facility security level differ for decedents who die from suicide, 
homicide, and natural deaths in public and private prisons? 
Another important facility level variable that may affect manner of death is the 
facility security level. The security level in a prison signifies the type of inmates that the 
facility handles. There is a possibility that inmate mortality differences exist in higher 
security facilities compared to lower security facilities. This question seeks to compare 
the facility security for decedents in private and public institutions. 
RQ3. What is the difference in the number of deaths in public and private 
facilities based on the daily average population? 
By utilizing the average daily population, or “prison years” (Biles & Dalton, 
2001), it is possible to create and standardize death rates to compare private facilities to 
public facilities. Additionally, it is possible to compare suicide, homicide, and natural 
death rates for the facility types in both states.  
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II. Literature Review 
 A review of the literature on private prisons demonstrates a variety of topics 
associated with issues surrounding the private prison v. public prison debate. The 
following sections of the literature review will examine the early literature on the 
emergence of private prisons as well as the support for and opposition to privatization. 
The review will then analyze the early empirical comparisons between private and public 
prisons. Following this section, contemporary empirical comparisons will be covered. 
This section includes cost-effectiveness and cost benefit analysis, prison quality, and 
safety comparisons. The results of these empirical comparisons will be then synthesized 
and the implications on deaths in private and public prisons will be discussed as well as 
the literature on death in custody.  
Emergence of Private Prisons 
Private prisons or contract prisons, represent the move from an institution operated 
by the government to one operated by a private corporation (Robbins, 1987). Total 
privatization occurs when a facility is owned and operated by a private corporation. The 
total privatization of prisons represents a movement that began during the 1980’s. During 
this period, privatization consisted of specific contractual agreements between states and 
private companies for different services, with no privately adult facilities operating 
(Camp & Camp, 1985) until the first private state prison was opened in Kentucky in 1986 
(Dilulio, 1988). These agreements included contracts for: physicians; general health; 
mental health; community treatment; construction; education; and drug treatment among 
others (Camp & Camp, 1985; Hanson, 1991). By 1983, these private contracts totaled 
over 3000 across the country (Camp & Camp, 1985).  
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This movement toward privatization, beginning with specific contractual 
agreements, included other parts of the criminal justice system. Much of the private 
contracting done in 1983 was concentrated in juvenile correctional agencies and to a 
lesser extent, in adult agencies and mixed use agencies (Camp & Camp, 1985). The 
expansiveness of these contracts facilitated the movement toward total privatization. By 
the time CCA made a failed bid for Tennessee’s prison system in 1986 (Dilulio, 1988), 
the push toward total privatization was inevitable. Hanson (1991) traced the rapid growth 
of privatization from the 1980 to 1990. The changes Hanson describes have been 
accelerated by private corporations focusing their attention on specific needs, such as pre-
release facilities, return to custody, and female facilities. Another area of growth for 
privatization was the employment of private contractors to operate Immigration and 
Naturalization Services (INS) detention centers by the federal government (Ethridge & 
Marquart, 1993). The increased reliance on private prisons led to more than 14,000 
inmates by 1989 (Johnson & Ross, 1990).  
 The emergence of private prisons marked the beginning of the discussion on why 
privatization was necessary. Contracts were the first step toward privatization, paving the 
way by increasing the number of contracts and services provided. By extending to 
specific needs populations, private prisons gained a stronger foothold in correctional 
agencies across the country. Total privatization of prisons was the next logical step for 
these corporations because of the ever-increasing number of services offered. The 
following studies discuss the problems in corrections that led to the increase in 
privatization.   
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Why Privatize? 
 The growth of the inmate population in the United States greatly influenced the 
rise of private prisons. The rate of incarceration in the U.S. in 1972 was about 93 per 
100,000, rising to 247 per 100,000 by 1988. (Useem & Piehl, 2008, p.23). The increase 
continued, reaching a high of almost 1.6 million inmates in U.S. state and federal prison 
between 2006 and 2010 (Sentencing Project, 2015). The current rate stands at about 612 
per 100,000 in 2014 (Carson, 2015). While there is some debate on the reasons for the 
increase, there is little debate on its impact. Multiple scholars cite the increase in the 
prison population, leading to overcrowding, as one of the reasons for the emergence of 
private prisons (Bowditch & Everett, 1987; Camp & Camp, 1985; Dilulio, 1988; 
Dunham, 1986; Durham, 1989). The idea was that private prisons would provide relief 
for correctional agencies struggling with increasing inmate populations. This would be 
accomplished by reducing commitments, reducing time spent in confinement, and 
increasing prison space (Durham, 1989). Another reason associated with prison 
overcrowding was the rising costs of incarceration. 
 Prison expenditures have increased for both state prisons and federal prisons. 
While state expenditures have more than doubled from 1980 to 1990 and quadrupled by 
2001, federal prison expenditures have grown 6 times over during the same period 
(Useem & Piehl, 2008, p.6). The period during this shift toward privatization coincided 
with a change in correctional policy. This process was characterized by the resurgence of 
incapacitation, deterrence, and retribution as correctional goals (Bowditch & Everett, 
1987). The increase in costs were not only associated with the increase in the inmate 
population, but also related to the costs of services, staffing, and space requirements. In 
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theory, turning to privatization would entail less bureaucratic costs and constrictions. 
Costs would be lowered by increasing staff savings, increasing efficiency, and reducing 
training requirements (Camp & Camp, 1985). Other cost reduction initiatives included 
better uses of prison space (Camp & Camp, 1985) and the use of bonds in prison 
construction (Anderson, Davoli, & Moriarty, 1985; Ethridge & Marquart, 1993). By 
reducing costs in different areas, private prisons offered a solution to rising prison 
expenditures. Another area of alleged benefit was in the operation of prisons. 
 Private prisons were not only linked to cost-efficiency, but also to innovation. By 
reducing the bureaucratic inflexibility and red tape, contract prisons could offer new 
solutions and more services to inmates than public prisons (Dunham, 1986; Durham, 
1989). The consequences of the new solutions and services offered would be reflected in 
other areas such as recidivism and prison conditions. One example was the use of low 
capacity prisons and pre-release programs to aid Texas re-enter society (Ethridge & 
Marquart, 1993). Accountability would also be strengthened through contractually 
required evaluations (Durham, 1989). Guidelines were developed for proposing future 
private sector contracts that cover considerations on planning, strategies, and oversight 
(Camp & Camp 1985). By contracting with the federal and local governments, contract 
facilities would be held accountable for the services they offer as well as for the results 
they achieve.  
 The early literature on the alleged benefits of privatization revolve around 
construction, financing, and operation (Logan, 1990). By reducing overcrowding, 
reducing costs, and increasing flexibility and innovation, contact prisons offered a 
solution to the problematic increase of the inmate population. However, these same 
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benefits have some unintended consequences. Early literature reflects on not only the 
practical limitations of privatization, but also on the constitutional, political, and moral 
implications associated with it. The following section synthesizes those arguments. 
A Caution on Privatization 
While contract prisons offered multiple solutions, there were several problems 
with the solution that scholars highlighted. The problem areas include practical, legal and 
moral concerns (Camp & Camp 1985; Dilulio 1988). The practical concerns include 
issues on standards, accountability, innovation and program management (Anderson, 
Davoli, & Moriarty, 1985). Accountability concerns relate to the problem of divergence 
of duty and interest. Gentry (1986), noted the problems of monitoring private prisons, 
which include poor measures on oversight and cost-effectiveness. Additionally, there 
were concerns regarding the lack of voter approval, including the decrease of voter 
referendum (Antonuccio, 2008).  
While contract prisons allowed for less bureaucratic red tape, they also decreased 
the public’s say in construction and approval. Gentry commented on how entrenchment 
may lead to certain corporations monopolizing the industry. Dilulio (1988) noted that the 
same contracts between the government and private entities may limit the extent of 
innovation and prison management. Bowditch and Everett (1987) discussed some of the 
problems associated with regulation and control, including conflicts of interest, political 
manipulation, and the industry’s perspective on organization. They also confer on the 
potential hidden costs that supporters of privatization often ignore. This includes, riots, 
escapes, strikes, and bankruptcy among others (Bowditch & Everett, 1987). 
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Anderson, Davoli, and Moriarty (1985) describe this part of the debate as profit vs 
non-profit facilities. That is, should issues related to the deprivation of liberty be 
delegated to non-governmental entities. While the operation and management of prisons 
has been recognized as an exclusive state function (Dunham, 1986), questions arose 
regarding the privatization of government function. The U.S. General Accounting Office 
noted that the BOP could not use private prisons to house adult inmates as they did not 
have the authority to do so (1991).  Robbins (1987) raised two constitutional objections 
relating to privatization.  
Of the two constitutional objections raised by Robbins (1987), the first is whether 
liability is transferred from the state to the private entity when privatization occurs. The 
second is whether government has the power to delegate private entities the authority 
over government functions. Regarding liability, Dunham (1986) noted private entities 
become liable and assume the same limitations because they assume the role of the state 
by performing public roles. This is important when discussing the rights of inmates as 
they are protected by the due process clause, both federally and in states, by the 5th and 
14th amendment, in addition to the protection offered against cruel and unusual 
punishment by the 8th amendment (Dunham, 1986). The debate as to whether the 
government has the right delegate certain public functions to the private sector is one that 
focused on the moral and ethical implications of privatization. 
 Next to the state sanctioned execution of an individual, the deprivation of liberty 
is one of the greatest expressions of state power. Profiting through private prisons raises 
issues related to the moral legitimacy of the government. This includes the belief that 
privatizing prisons encourages the use and reliance on increased incarceration, ultimately 
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leading to a society less focused on crime prevention (Antonuccio, 2008). Some scholars 
believe that the deprivation of liberty must remain in the hands of the government, thus 
viewing private prisons as a catalyst for the improvement of public prisons (Dilulio, 
1988). In regards to deprivation of liberty, Feeley (2002) argued that the state expands 
social control through privatization. This occurs through cheaper and alternative forms of 
punishment. Harding (2001) held that the dilemma that privatization poses centers around 
the allocation and the administration of punishment. Anderson, Davoli, and Moriarty 
(1985) noted that for private prisons to become viable there must be a balance between 
profitability and the integrity of the prison administration.  Researchers studied the 
viability of privatization through empirical comparisons. 
Early Empirical Comparisons: Cost and Services 
 While early empirical comparisons of contract prisons and public prisons cover 
several aspects of privatization, they offer little consensus. Sellers (1989) compared the 
costs, programs, and facilities of 3 public and 3 private prisons. These comparisons 
include adult as well as youth facilities. The study concluded that the private facilities 
operated at lower costs per inmate than the public prisons. Additionally, they provided 
more programs and were in better condition. The Urban Institute (1989) also conducted a 
comparable assessment of privately and publicly operated facilities in Kentucky and 
Massachusetts. The study was focused on differences in cost, quality, and effectiveness. 
Two comparable adult private and public facilities were selected in Kentucky, while 2 
pairs of comparable juvenile public and private prisons were chosen in Massachusetts. 
While the results offered mixed results in cost, there were slight performance advantages 
to private prisons. Logan (1992) conducted a study of prison quality in 3 women’s’ 
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facilities by using surveys and institutional records. Looking at security, safety, 
conditions and other points of comparison, Logan found that the private prison 
outperformed the state and federal prisons in most of the comparison points.  
 The comparisons continued following the same conventional method. Drowata 
and Stoughton (1995) compared a private facility to 2 public facilities in Tennessee. 
Using observations, records, reports, and interviews, the researchers compared and 
evaluated the performance measures of the prisons. Their results indicate fewer assaults, 
less loss of control and less escapes for the private prison when compared to the two 
public prisons. An analysis of 15 state operated prisons and 1 privately operated prison in 
Arizona concluded that the private prison offered better cost savings, better public safety 
performance, and improved personal safety measures (Thomas, 1997). While these 
comparisons provide useful information, they do have important limitations. 
 Scholars have noted the various limitations in methodology and actual results that 
exist in the early comparison studies between public and private prisons. A 1996 General 
Accounting Office report comparing 5 research studies on operational costs and or 
quality of services found that there were no significant differences between private and 
public prisons. The report noted that some of the literature on the topic was unsatisfactory 
as it made hypothetical comparisons. McDonald et al. (1998) concluded that there was 
little evidence for cost savings and cost efficiency. Camp and Gaes (1999) added to this 
consensus by noting that the methodology of most comparison studies lacked clear 
statistical controls for variables. Camp and Gaes (2000), utilizing survey and census of 
secure private prisons data assessed the growth and performance of private prisons in the 
US. Their research determined that Bop maintained a lower ratio of staff to inmates, there 
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was higher turnover in private prisons, and lower drug use hit rates in private prisons. 
Noting the lack of consensus, researchers believed that a more general analysis was 
necessary. 
Meta-Analysis 
 Meta-analyses offer a way to systematically evaluate multiple research studies. 
Researchers have conducted meta-analysis studies on the cost and quality of private and 
public prison studies. Pratt and Maahs (1999) analyzed 33 evaluations that included cost 
per day as well as facility characteristics. Their study noted that ownership was not a 
significant predictor of inmate cost per day. Additionally, they found that both age of the 
prison and higher security prisons were more expensive. Lundahl et al. (2009), evaluated 
12 articles covering cost and quality. Their study concluded that there were some cost 
saving indicators in favor of private prisons, however, public prisons performed better in 
safety measures. The two meta-analysis studies indicate no clear advantages for either 
public or private facilities. Another important aspect in the private prison literature is the 
set of studies that cover prison characteristics and safety. 
Prison Characteristics and Safety 
 Austin and Coventry (2001) compared data from 1,500 public facilities and 65 
private facilities. Having compared several characteristics, the researchers found that 
private facilities have a higher proportion of minimum custody inmates in addition to a 
significantly higher rate of assaults on staff and inmates. There were also modest 
reductions, particularly related to costs. Blakely and Bumphus (2004) utilized data from 
the Criminal Justice Institute’s Corrections Yearbook from 1998, containing data on 
public and private prisons. Their results indicated differences in staffing, including higher 
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turnover and lower pay in private prisons as well as a higher number of assaults on 
inmates in private facilities. Similarly, a study comparing the privately-operated Taft 
Correctional Institution to 3 other BOP from 1998-2003 found higher levels of 
misconduct in the private institutions (Lappin et al., 2005). An accompanying financial 
study on the same institution found similar costs between Taft and the 3 other BOP 
prisons, however the costs were higher than initially estimated (Nelson, 2005).  
 Another study on prison conditions was conducted by Lukemeyer and McCorkle 
(2006), using the Census of State and Federal Correctional Facilities 1995. They 
compared 112 federal facilities, 1278 state facilities, and 110 privately operated prisons. 
Unlike the previous studies, the researchers found that private facilities outperform state 
facilities in educational programs as well as in inmate assaults. Makarios and Maahs 
(2012) who looked at the Census of State and Federal Adult Correctional Facilities 2000, 
corroborated this finding. They found that private prisons were in better condition, with 
less crowding than federal prisons. Additionally, they also concluded that federal prisons 
had more assaults than private prisons. The Office of the Inspector General conducted an 
analysis comparing 14 contract prisons and 14 BOP prisons. The study compared the 
prisons on several characteristics including: contraband, reports of incidents, lockdowns, 
inmate discipline, telephone monitoring, selected grievances, urinalysis drug testing, and 
sexual misconduct. While private prisons had less positive drug tests and reports of 
sexual misconduct, they had more safety and security incidents than BOP (U.S. 
Department of Justice, 2016). This section of the literature suggests that there may be 
important differences in terms of prison characteristics and safety indicators. 
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Recidivism 
An additional point of comparison between private and public prisons that 
scholars have analyzed is recidivism. Recidivism was viewed as a valid measure of 
success or failure of a facility. Through an evaluation 198 matched pairs of released 
inmates between two private facilities and seven public facilities in Florida, Lanza-
Kaduce, Parker and Thomas concluded that those released from the private facilities were 
less likely to recidivate (1999). Twelve months after their release, 19% of private 
prisoners were rearrested, while 38% of public prisoners recidivated. Bales et al. (2005) 
looked at recidivism in Florida inmates released from 1995-2001. The sample was 
comprised of over 80,000 inmates released during this time, including adult females, 
males, and youthful offenders. With a longer follow up period, including 18 months to 36 
to 60 months, the researchers found no significant differences between inmates released 
by private and public facilities. Spivak and Sharp (2008) looking at a sample of over 
22,000 inmates released in Oklahoma from 1997-2001 with a follow up of 36-84 months, 
concluded that those released by private prisons had a greater hazard of recidivism. 
However, they caution that variables other than the facility type had greater effects on 
recidivism. The mixed results indicate that there are no clear advantages or disadvantages 
in recidivism between public and private prisons. 
Death in Custody 
 Much of the research that exists regarding death in custody is primarily focused 
on deaths occurring in jail facilities. While prison facilities and jail facilities may differ in 
various ways, there may be similar mortality characteristics that both share. Winfree 
(1987) looked at suicide deaths and natural causes jail deaths in 1977 and 1982. These 
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included deaths from more than 3,300 jails in 45 states. The study focused on intra-
facility characteristics that included average stay and overcrowding, in addition to 
statewide characteristics that included region and expenditures. While statewide 
characteristics were associated with suicide and natural deaths in 1977, by 1982 only at 
risk population size were found to influence both suicide and natural deaths (p. 67).  
 Tartaro and Ruddell (2006) found similar conclusions in their survey analysis of 
213 small jails from across the country. One of the principal findings was that that more 
suicides and suicide attempts occur in smaller facilities than in larger ones. This suggests 
that the differences that exist because of facility size influences suicide and suicide 
attempts. Overcrowding and the number of admissions at the facility were also related to 
more suicides and suicide attempts. Like the work of Winfree, Tartaro and Ruddell’s 
work suggest that as admissions grow, so does suicide.  
 One of the theories focused on the aspects that influence prison suicide is 
deprivation theory and how it relates to overcrowding. Working with the idea that 
deprivation leads to suicide, Huey and McNulty (2005) analyzed facility conditions by 
using national data on prisons from 1990 and 1995. While the results suggest a greater 
likelihood for suicides in higher security facilities compared to lower security facilities, 
they also suggest that overcrowding increases the likelihood of suicide in all security 
levels. In regards to security level, violent offenders have higher suicide rates than 
nonviolent offenders (Mumola, 2005). Powell and Zevitz (2011) who examined death in 
custody in Wisconsin from 1988-2009, found no reliable predictors for death in custody. 
However, they did find that recent prisoners were more prone to suicide, accidents and 
homicide than to natural illness (p.119). This may suggest that once inmates have spent 
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more time in custody, they may be less likely to die by suicide or accidents, but it also 
may signify that they may become more vulnerable to natural death.  
While these studies highlight some of the factors that influence suicide and 
suicide attempts in custody, there has been a changing trend in the total number of 
suicides per year. The total number of suicides and homicides in prison and local jails 
have decreased since the 1980’s (Mumola, 2005). Powell and Zevitz (2011) also found 
that, while there was an increase in natural deaths, there was a decrease in the number of 
suicides as well. This trend signifies a much larger pattern that now highlights the 
changing nature of incarceration in the United States. There has been a dramatic increase 
in elderly inmates in the United States, increasing from 43,000 to 76,600 between 1999 
and 2007 (Chiu, 2010).  
As a consequence of the dramatic increase in incarceration and longer sentences 
imposed during the 80’s and 90’s, the inmate population is increasingly older every year. 
In 2015 alone, 11% of those sentenced to prison were 55 or older (Carson & Anderson, 
2016). Aging inmates present several unique challenges for prisons around the country, 
mostly centered on medical treatment of chronic illness. With an average of 3 chronic 
conditions (Chiu, 2010), the older inmate population is forcing correctional systems 
across the country to rethink some of their strategies as natural illness is quickly 
becoming the leading cause of death for inmates in prisons.  
 One of the only studies to examine the deaths in private and public prisons comes 
from Australia in 2001. Biles and Dalton (2001) compared public and private prison 
deaths from 1990-2000. This study followed several high-profile deaths in several private 
facilities around the country. By following the total prisoner years served since the 
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opening of private facilities in Australia, the researchers found decreasing trend in the 
private prison population, primarily due to the slow rise in new facilities and increasing 
prison populations (2001, p. 296). Biles and Dalton standardized a total of 543 deaths and 
suicides per 1000 prisoners per year and found that the death rates in private prison were 
lower than public prisons at a 0.05 level of confidence, while suicides were not 
statistically different (p. 298). However, the researchers warn this study covers an early 
era of privatization in Australia and stress for further analysis in the future. Since 
American prison literature lacks this type of analysis, this study seeks to fill this gap.   
The empirical results of the studies discussed thus far may have various 
implications on deaths in custody in private and public prisons. Research on cost and 
quality suggest that there is are no clear advantages in privatization. While singular 
comparisons point to improved cost saving and increased quality, more robust studies do 
not indicate any significant differences. Studies focused on characteristics and safety do 
reveal some important differences. While private facilities may have lower security 
inmates, they also tend to score lower on inmate to staff ratios. More recent studies 
indicate that there may be more misconduct taking place in private facilities than in 
public facilities. Studies focused on recidivism reveal that there are no tangible 
differences in re-arrest.  
The literature on death in jails and prisons also suggests that there are some 
variables that affect death in custody. Suicide is dependent on both individual facility 
factors as well as macro-level factors. These factors include the inmate population, 
overcrowding, and security levels.  The increasing trend of natural illness signals a new 
reality for prisons around the country. While suicides have decreased, natural deaths have 
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increased because of the growing elder inmate population. Prisons are forced to make 
decisions based on health outcomes and other issues related to older inmates. Both 
private prisons and public prisons are forced to deal with this same reality. This study 
seeks to understand the differences that exist between facilities and inmates who die in 
the custody of public and private custody. 
III. Data and Methods 
This section is focused on the entry and coding of the variables used in this study. 
As a secondary data analysis, the information used in this study was previously collected 
and published elsewhere. To explore the research questions previously outlined, this 
quantitative study utilized data from the Texas and Florida. State prison data from Texas 
and Florida were chosen for several reasons. The two states were among the leaders in 
states with the most prisoner deaths from 2000 on (Noonan, Rohloff, & Ginder, 2015). 
This would ensure that there would be a large enough sample of deceased inmates for this 
study.  
Additionally, Texas and Florida held the two highest custodial populations in 
private prisons in 2010, with 19,155 and 11,000 inmates respectively (Sentencing Project, 
2012). While it was possible to focus on states with a higher proportion of their prisoners 
in private facilities, both Florida and Texas were among the only states with both high 
numbers of decedents and private prisoners. They were also among the only states with 
inmate mortality data publicly available and accessible. The inmate mortality data that is 
utilized in this analysis came from the Texas Justice Initiative and the Florida Department 
of Corrections.  
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 The Texas Justice Initiative (TJI) has created a database that tracks the number of 
people who died in custody in Texas from 2005-2015. This project was initiated by the 
Institute for Urban Policy Research and Analysis at the University of Texas at Austin. 
Deaths in custody in the state of Texas are reported to the Office of the Attorney General. 
Through a public information request, the TJI obtained deaths reported between January 
2005 and December 2015 (Texas Justice Initiative, 2017). While a simplified dataset was 
available for download on their website, the master dataset was available by contacting 
the administrators. The master dataset was provided by the Texas Justice Initiative via 
email. It also included deaths in police custody, prisons, and jails. The data was sent as an 
excel file and then imported into IBM SPSS Statistics. For the purposes of this study, 
only cases involving deaths in prisons from 2005-2015 were utilized. There was a total of 
4,675 deceased inmates during this period (N= 4,675).  
Inmate death in the state of Florida is collected and reported by the Florida 
Department of Corrections (FDC) on their website http://www.dc.state.fl.us/. The earliest 
mortality data available on the website are deaths from 2000. The data is continually 
published on the website on an ongoing basis. Inmate mortality data was presented as an 
html table and had to be manually inputted into IBM SPSS Statistics. Additional offender 
level data labeled as Inmate Release Informational Detail was available through each 
offender’s specific inmate number. Data points from this page were also manually 
inputted into SPSS. Every webpage containing informational detail was backed up and 
saved as a pdf file. This procedure was done for each inmate in Florida.  The total 
number of Florida decedents was 4,227 (N= 4,227). This data was combined with the 
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inmate mortality data to create a death in custody dataset for the state of Florida from 
2000-2015.  
Definitions of Variables 
There are several variables of interest that were collected in both sets of data. 
Personal identifying information, including first and last names as well as inmate 
numbers, were included in both datasets, but were only initially utilized to ensure that 
inputted information was correctly matched with the corresponding inmate. Through this 
procedure, data extracted from the Inmate Release Informational Detail was included in 
the Florida data. Once this process was completed, inmate names and inmate numbers 
were decoded and de-identified. 
Race/Ethnicity 
 In both datasets, race and ethnic information overlapped each other. For Florida 
decedents, this data was manually incorporated from the informational detail webpage as 
a string nominal variable. For Texas decedents, this variable was listed as ethnicity and 
was also a string nominal variable. While Florida used terms like white and black, Texas 
the terms Anglo and African-American. Given the differences in the naming and 
classification of race/ethnicity in both states, comparisons may be of little value.  
Sex 
 For the purposes of this study, the variable sex was included as a dichotomous 
variable. For Florida decedents, this variable was manually inputted from the 
informational detail webpage. This procedure was completed for each Florida inmate. 
This same variable was included in the Texas master dataset as a dichotomous nominal 
variable.  
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Date of Birth 
 For Florida decedents, date of birth data was not available in table format, 
however, it was available in the inmate release informational detail webpage. The date 
was manually imported into SPSS and coded as a 10-digit date. This procedure was done 
for all Florida decedents. For Texas decedents, this variable was listed as birth-date. It is 
also in the 10-digit format, however there are 10 missing values.  
Date of Death 
 The variable date of death, is the date when an inmate was declared dead. It was 
inputted into SPSS as a date variable-type in the 10-digit format, mm/dd/year. This 
variable was extracted directly from the html table on the Florida Department of 
Corrections website. For deceased inmates from Texas, the original master dataset excel 
file was transferred into SPSS. Because of a difference in the way dates are stored in 
excel, the dates in SPSS were incorporated as numerical values. These were converted to 
the SPSS format to form the 10-digit form.  
Age 
 For Texas decedents, age was available in the master dataset as an existing 
variable. While the Florida data included birth date, there was no indication of age at 
death. To create this variable, it was necessary to subtract the two variables, date of death 
and date of birth. SPSS facilitated this process by computing the age for each deceased 
inmate in the Florida dataset.  
Facility Name 
 The name of the prison where the inmate died was included in the html table on 
the Florida Department of Corrections website. This was easily pasted into SPSS and 
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coded as a string variable. This list of facilities included both private and public state 
prisons. This same variable was named custody_type_facility in the Texas dataset. As 
with the Florida data, it also had both public and private state prisons.  
Custody Date 
 For this study, the date of custody is the date when the inmate was last taken into 
custody. This date marks the start of their last stay in prison. This variable was manually 
inputted into the Florida dataset from the informational detail webpage for each inmate. 
The same variable was already present in the Texas dataset.  
Incarceration History 
 For the purposes of this study, incarceration history is the length of time spent in 
custody. The FDC contains incarceration history under the informational detail section of 
their website. In custody and out of custody dates for each incarceration period were 
manually inputted into SPSS. TJI data also contains incarceration history, however it only 
lists the last incarceration period prior to death. Therefore, Florida data contains both 
final incarceration period and total incarceration, while Texas data only contains final 
incarceration period. Date of death and date in custody were subtracted and converted to 
days 
Prison Stays 
 Like incarceration history, prison stay comes from each incarceration period. 
Therefore, Florida will have multiple entries for this variable, while Texas will only have 
one.  
Facility Security Level 
Inmate Death in Public and Private Prisons    24 
 
 Facility security level represents the level of inmates that a facility is qualified for 
handling. The FDC contains facility level security scores for each prison. This value was 
inputted into SPSS. The Texas Department of Criminal Justice (TDCJ) contains inmate 
security level data that lists the type of prisoners that the facility is equipped to handle. 
Taking the highest level of prisoner security level and adapting it as a facility score, it 
was possible to form scores for each state. 
Population Data 
 Population data was necessary to compare the rates of death in public and private 
facilities. The FDC publishes yearly average daily population data for each facility. By 
contacting the TDCJ, it was possible to obtain yearly average daily population statistics 
for each facility in Texas. The daily average population for prisons were used as a basis 
for prisoner years. Prisoner years were used to create death rates for both private and 
public facilities.  
Analytic Approach 
 Descriptive statistics were performed to further understand the data from both 
states. This includes frequencies on demographic variables that include sex, ethnicity, and 
age. T-tests were used to examine the difference between the means of two samples 
(Weisburd & Britt, 2014). For a t-test, there must be a continuous dependent variable and 
a categorical independent variable. T-tests operate on a null hypothesis that dictates no 
significant difference between two samples. If significance is reached below the α=.05 
level, it is possible to reject the null hypothesis and declare the two samples significantly 
different.  
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This procedure was utilized to test difference between private/public facilities and 
the variables in research questions 1 and 1a. The independent variable for this question is 
the type of facility, whether public or private, and the dependent variables include 
number of stays, total days in custody, and number of days in final incarceration period. 
This was completed for both Florida and Texas Facilities. To address the second research 
question, while it was a possibility to statistically compare the facility security levels in 
each state to public and private deaths, it was decided to descriptively analyze these 
differences. This was because private facilities in both states were concentrated in lower 
security level prisons than public facilities.  
To address the final research questions, aggregate data was created from both 
datasets. A z-test for proportions compares population p1 to a second population p2 by 
testing the null hypothesis that H0: p1-p2=0 against the alternative hypothesis that HA: 
p1≠p2 (Pennsylvania State University, 2016). The null hypothesis is rejected if Z≥1.96 or 
if Z≤-1.96. This approach signifies a two-tailed test at the α=.05 level. Two-tailed tests 
are designed for non-directional research hypothesis.  If the Z value is greater than 1.96 
or less than -1.96, it is possible to reject the null hypothesis and conclude, using α=.05, 
that the two populations differ. 
Using these average daily population totals, it is possible to form rates that can be 
tested for statistical significance using a z test for proportions. This procedure was 
utilized by Biles and Dalton (2001) to compare private and public facilities in Australia. 
They utilized daily average of prisoners held each year to based their calculations on 
prisoner years. They focused on private and public prison years from 1990-2000. This 
paper focused on prison years from 2005-2015. 




The 4,227 decedents between 2000-2015 from Florida represented a total of 95 
prisons. Of the 95 prisons, a total of 7 facilities were private as shown in Table 1A. The 
4,675 Texas decedents represent 110 Texan facilities. Table 1A in Appendix A shows the 
private facilities in the state of Texas, 18 in total. While no private facilities were closed 
during the years of study in Florida, 5 private facilities in Texas were closed during the 
same period. The operators of these private facilities were GEO Group Inc., Management 
and Training Corporation, and Corrections Corporations of America (rebranded as 
CoreCivic). The capacity and operating years for each private facility is also available in 
Table 1A.  
The demographic breakdown of race and ethnicity can be found in Figures 1-4 
(See Appendix B). Due to differences in race and ethnic categorizing between both states, 
direct comparisons may result in little value. Of the total decedents in Florida, 56% were 
white, while 40% were black. Of private prison decedents 45% were white, while 53% 
were black. In Texas, 41% of decedents were white, 26% were Hispanic, and 30% were 
black. In private facilities, 49% were black, 24% were Hispanic, and 24% were white. 
The age of decedents in public and private facilities were statistically significant in Texas 
with means of 48.17 in private facilities and 54.46 in public facilities. The same was true 
with facilities in Florida, with means of 46.23 in private prisons and 55.15 in public 
facilities.  
 Table 1B (See Appendix B) shows descriptive statistics for Florida decedents. Of 
the 4,227 Florida decedents, 4,161 died in public facilities, while 66 died in private 
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facilities. Public prisoners were generally older than their private counterparts, both in 
average age and in their maximum ages. Most decedents in both private and public 
facilities were male, however, females made up 22.7% of private prison decedents. This 
number was considerably larger than the 4.9% in public facilities. The overwhelming 
majority of those who died in prison was due to natural causes. While almost 90% of 
decedents died due to natural causes in public facilities, only 78.8% died for the same 
reasons in private institutions. Suicide was slightly higher in private facilities with 6.1% 
compared to 3% in public facilities.  
 Table 2B (See Appendix B) shows descriptive data for Texas decedents. There 
was a total of 4,675 deaths in Texas facilities, with 81 coming from private institutions. 
Like decedents in Florida, decedents in private facilities were younger than those in 
public facilities. Most of the decedents were males, with a slight increase in female 
decedents in private facilities. While most deaths were related to natural causes, there 
was a higher percentage of natural deaths in private facilities than in public facilities.  
Additionally, there was a lower percentage of suicides in private facilities than in public 
facilities.  
Florida 
Number of Stays, Total Number of Days, and Days in Last Incarceration Period 
The three variables analyzed in the Florida dataset included number of stays, total 
number of days, and the days in the final incarceration period. Each of the three variables 
were treated as continuous dependent variables. The independent variable was the 
designation of a private and a public facility. The average number of stays for all Florida 
decedents described in Table 1C (See Appendix C) was 2.35 stays. Private and public 
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facilities averaged 2.59 stay and 2.34 stays respectively. The mean of the total number of 
days in custody for Florida decedents was 4,452. Private prisoners averaged 3,891 days, 
while public prisoners averaged 4,461 days, as shown in Table 1C. Days in last 
incarceration period was chosen as a point of comparison with the data from Texas. For 
Florida prisoners, the mean days in last incarceration period was 3,322. The mean was 
2,570 days for private prisoners and 3,334 days for public prisoners. T-tests were 
conducted for each variable to determine if there were any statistical differences. 
Table 1: Independent Samples t-test Results Comparing Private and Public 
Prisons on Number of Stays, Total Number of Days, and Days in Last 
Incarceration Period 





p < 0.05 
Number of Stays 1.021 4226 .307 .24468 .23963 
Fail to 
Reject Null 
Total Number of 
Days 
-1.193 4226 .233 -569.7800 477.65879 
Fail to 
Reject Null 
Days in Last 
Incarceration  
-2.248 68.466 .028 -764.3661 339.99491 p=.028 
Source: Florida Department of Corrections  
Independent sample t-tests were used to determine if the mean differences 
between public and private prisoners for each variable are significant. This test was 
chosen because the two groups, public and private, are mutually exclusive. Using the 
p=.05 level, t-tests were conducted on each variable, as demonstrated on Table 1. 
Number of stays and total number of days were not statistically significant, therefore the 
result supported the null hypothesis. For days in last incarceration period, equal variances 
were not assumed due to statistical significance in Levene’s test for equality of variances. 
With a significance value of .028, the null hypothesis was rejected. The results indicate 
Inmate Death in Public and Private Prisons    29 
 
that the length of incarceration prior to death for private prisoners is significantly less 
than that of public prisoners.  
Number of Stays, Total Number of Days, and Days in Last Incarceration Period vs 
Suicide, Homicide and Natural Death 
 By specifying the manner of death, it was possible to test whether there were any 
differences between the three dependent variables in suicide, homicide, and natural death. 
Focusing on the 84 homicides that occurred in both private and public institutions, t-tests 
were used to determine if any differences were present. The results on Table 2 indicate 
that for homicides, there were no significant differences in the number of stays, total 
number of days, and days in last incarceration period between private and public 
facilities.  
Table 2: Independent Samples t-test Results for Homicide in Public and 
Private Prisons vs Number of Stays, Total Number of Days, and Days in 
Last Incarceration Period 






Number of Stays .458 82 .626 .5731 1.17242 
Fail to Reject 
Null 
Total Number of 
Days 
.597 82 .552 1565.02 2620.94 
Fail to Reject 
Null 
Days in Last 
Incarceration  
.372 82 .711 921.439 2475.060 
Fail to Reject 
Null 
Source: Florida Department of Corrections 
 The same procedure was repeated for both suicide and natural deaths. Table 3 
shows the results of the t-tests for suicides. For each dependent variable, the results 
indicated no significant differences between public and private facilities. Table 4 shows 
the results for the t-tests for natural deaths. While the number of stays and total number 
Inmate Death in Public and Private Prisons    30 
 
of days were not significant between private and public prisons, the number of days in 
final incarceration period was significantly different. This indicates that private decedents 
who died of natural causes spent less time in custody during their final incarceration 
period than their public counterparts.  
Table 3: Independent Samples t-test Results for Suicide in Public and Private 
Prisons vs Number of Stays, Total Number of Days, and Days in Last 
Incarceration Period 






Number of Stays -.392 126 .696 -.23387 .59734 
Fail to Reject 
Null 
Total Number of 
Days 
-.068 126 .946 -103.258 1522.8877 
Fail to Reject 
Null 
Days in Last 
Incarceration  
.653 126 .805 332.44 1342.347 
Fail to Reject 
Null 
Source: Florida Department of Corrections 
Table 4: Independent Samples t-test Results for Natural Death in Public and 
Private Prisons v. Number of Stays, Total Number of Days, and Days in Last 
Incarceration Period 






Number of Stays -1.018 3787 .309 -.27895 .23791 
Fail to Reject 
Null 
Total Number of 
Days 
1.135 3787 .257 609.951 537.491 
Fail to Reject 
Null 
Days in Last 
Incarceration  
2.264 53.116 .028 917.770 405.4357 p=.028 
Source: Florida Department of Corrections 
Facility Security Level 
 By including facility security level in both datasets, it was possible to make 
comparisons between facility security in private and public facilities in Florida and 
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Texas. Table 1D (See Appendix D) shows the number of Florida decedents for each 
facility level. The facility levels in Florida rise from 3 to 7, 3 being minimum security 
prisons, while 7 correspond to maximum security prisons.  Private prisons in Florida 
were either security level 3 or level 5. More than double the amount of private prison 
deaths occurred in level 5 than those in level 3. The clear majority of deaths in public 
facilities occurred in level 6 facilities. These facilities were both larger and contained 
medical capabilities.  
Homicide, Suicide, and Natural Deaths vs Facility Security Level  
 Comparing homicide, suicide, and natural deaths with facility security levels 
reveal general patterns about death in custody. Table 2D (See Appendix D), compares the 
three homicide, suicide, and natural death to facility security level. Overall, suicides were 
more numerous in higher security levels, with 53 and 47 deaths occurring in security 
level 5 and 6 prisons respectively. Homicide followed the same pattern, as suicides were 
more numerous in level 5 and level 6 security level prisons. Natural deaths increased with 
security level, however they decreased at the maximum level. This coincides with 
increasing facility sizes and with facilities equipped with medical abilities. 
 Given the fact that the private facilities in Florida were only level 3 and level 5, 
the comparisons are very limited. Surprisingly, only 2 homicides occurred in private 
facilities. The few homicides and suicides were concentrated in security level 5 facilities. 
Natural deaths followed a similar pattern, as 24 occurred in level 3 facilities and 28 
occurred in level 5 facilities. Generally, private facilities in Florida are lower security 
institutions with less medical abilities than public facilities.  
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Texas 
Days in Last Incarceration Period 
 While number of stays and total number of days in custody were not available in 
the Texas data, days in the final incarceration period was. The data acquired from the TJI 
was missing 16 cases in this variable, therefore they were excluded in this analysis. The 
mean for the remaining 4,659 cases in Texas was 3,101 days as demonstrated in Table 5. 
Private prisoners spent an average of 1,246 days prior to their death, while public 
prisoners spent an average of 3,202 days. T-test analysis was used to test the differences 
between public and private prisoners.  
Table 5: Descriptive Statistics for Days in Custody for Texas Decedents 
Facility Type N Mean SD Min Max 
All Decedents 4,659* 3,169.29 3,101.948 1 18,689 
Private Prisons 81 1,246.70 1,847.921 2 7,151 
Public Prisons 4,578 3,202.88 3,108.951 1 19,689 
Source: Texas Justice Initiative 
*- 16 missing cases 
Like the Florida results, an independent samples t-test was used for this analysis. 
Following the Levene’s test for equality of variances, equal variances were not assumed 
for the t-test. Using the α=.05 level, the analysis resulted in a significant value of .000, 
indicating statistical significance. Private prisoners spent significantly less time in 
custody during their final incarceration period their public counterparts. This same 
finding in Florida was replicated in Texas as shown in Table 6.  
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Table 6: Independent Samples t-test Results Comparing Private and Public 
Prisons on Days Last Incarceration Period 
Equal Variances Not 
Assumed 










9.243 87.003 .000 1956.183 211.651 p=.000 
Source: Texas Justice Initiative 
Days in Last Incarceration Period vs Suicide, Homicide, and Natural Death 
 Since there were no homicides in private facilities in Texas during the years of 
study, it was excluded from this analysis. Focusing on suicides in Texas, private prison 
decedents who died from suicide spent less time in their final incarceration stay than 
those in public facilities as shown in Table 7. The same was true for inmates who died of 
natural causes. Unlike Florida private prison decedents, Texas private prison decedents 
who died from suicide and natural causes spent less time in their final incarceration 
period. 
Table 7: Independent Samples t-test for Results Comparing Private and 
Public Prisons on Days Last Incarceration Period on Suicide and Natural 
Death 
Equal Variances Not 
Assumed 













8.740 81.556 .000 1958.822 224.123 p=.00 
Source: Texas Justice Initiative 
 
Facility Security Level 
 Similar trends were found in the Texas facility level data. As the facility level 
increased, the number of deaths also increased. Most deaths in custody were concentrated 
in facility level 5 and 7 as shown in Table 3D (See Appendix D). In Texas, facility level 7 
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represents prison hospitals, for both males and females. Level 5 facilities in Texas 
include the largest facilities, as well as those facilities with medical capabilities. Nearly 
all the private deaths were concentrated in facility security levels 0 and 2. These represent 
transfer facilities, parole facilities, and lower security institutions.  
Homicide, Suicide, and Natural Deaths vs Facility Security Level 
 Deaths in Texas were concentrated in similar facility levels as those in Florida as 
shown in Table 4D (See Appendix D). Overall, homicides increased as security level 
increased. Most homicides occurred in the second highest security level, that is, the 
security level before death row level facilities. Similarly, Suicides also increased and 
occurred at the same level that homicides occurred in. Natural deaths followed a similar 
route, however, they were primarily concentrated in level 5 and in the prison hospitals, 
level 7.  
 Like the Florida results, there were no homicides in private facilities at any 
security level. Private institutions represented only security levels 0 and 2. These security 
levels include parole release centers, transfer facilities, and low security prisons. This is 
another similarity to the Florida results. There were only 2 suicides in private facilities, 
despite there being more overall suicides in Texas than in Florida. Natural deaths were 
evenly concentrated in both the 0 and 2 security levels. While there were 9 natural deaths 
were missing a security level designation, it is likely that these facilities were lower 
security level as well.  
Facility Level Differences 
 After incorporating average daily populations for both public and private facilities 
in Florida and Texas, aggregates were used to each year from 2005-2015. The total 
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facility years for both public and private facilities in each state are found in Table 16 in 
Appendix E. The total number of deaths for each year in both facility types were also 
included in Table 1E. Using the number of deaths for each year and the total facility 
years for the corresponding years, death rates for each year were created.  
 These rates were created by dividing the number of deaths in each year by the 
total population for that same year and multiplying by 100,000. These death rates 
represent deaths per 100,000 persons. Tables were made to create a line graph for deaths 
in private and public facilities in both states. Figure 5 shows the death rates for both 
Florida and Texas decedents from 2005-2015.  Death rates for public facilities in both 
Texas and Florida were markedly similar during this period. The same was true about 
private facilities in both states.  
Figure 5  































Death Rates in Florida and Texas
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 Overall death rates for private and public facilities in Florida and Texas were 
created to make direct comparisons. Rates were also created for suicide, homicide and 
natural deaths. These rates are found in Table 8. To determine if the differences observed 
were significantly different, z-tests for population proportions were conducted using the 
number of deaths and the total number of individuals in private and public facilities. The 
results of the z-tests indicate that with a Z-score of 15.3029 and a Z-score of 17.4461, 
respectively, public facilities in Florida and Texas had significantly more deaths than 
private facilities.  
Table 8: Rates of Death from 2005-2015 
 
Florida Texas 
Private Public Private Public 
Suicide 4.06 9.74 1.31 18.86 
Homicide 2.03 7.00 0 3.08 
Natural 40.60 285.72 49.95 265.83 
Overall 46.70 327.11 53.24 299.97 
Source: Florida Department of Corrections, Texas Justice Initiative, Texas Department of 
Criminal Justice 
 
 Additionally, differences between homicide, suicide, and natural deaths revealed 
other interesting results. In Florida, both suicide and homicide were not statistically 
significant between private and public facilities. However, natural deaths in Florida were 
statistically significant. In Texas, suicide, homicide, and natural deaths were all 
statistically significant. These results suggest that deaths are much more likely in public 
facilities than private facilities in Florida and Texas.  
V. Discussion 
 There are several individual level differences between private prison decedents 
and public prison decedents of importance. Looking at days in final incarceration period, 
Inmate Death in Public and Private Prisons    37 
 
number of stays, and total number of days in custody in Florida, it was found that public 
and private facilities differ in the number of days in the final incarceration period. Private 
decedents spent less time in their final incarceration period than public decedents. Even 
when controlling for facilities with hospitals, the results remained the same for both 
Texas and Florida. This result may suggest differences in facility characteristics, 
however, it is also true that private facilities have lower security levels, signifying that 
there may be differences in sentence length for decedents. This result was also true for 
decedents who died from natural causes.  
 Given the data available, it was only possible to compare days in last 
incarceration period for Texas. Like Florida, private decedents in Texas also spent less 
time in the final incarceration period than public decedents. Additionally, the same was 
true for both suicides and natural deaths. Similar conclusions can be made for Texas and 
Florida in regards to final incarceration period. This may be explained by differences in 
sentence length and facility characteristics. 
 Results for security levels in both states reveal similar patterns. Private facilities 
are primarily of lower security level. This means that higher security level facilities and 
facilities with hospitals all public facilities. Homicides and suicides are concentrated in 
higher security level facilities. However, they decline in maximum security levels. One 
possible reason for the concentration of suicides and homicides may be due to the fact 
that higher security level facilities tend to also be the larger facilities in each state. 
Natural deaths also increased along with security level facilities, however, they were 
generally concentrated in facilities with hospitals and medical abilities. This result 
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suggests that natural deaths align with possible differences in sentence length as the 
security levels increase. 
  Results focused on facility level differences between public and private facilities 
in each state suggest that deaths in public facilities occur at a higher rate than those in 
private facilities. In Texas, deaths from suicide, homicide, and natural causes were all 
significant in public facilities. In Florida, only natural deaths were statistically significant. 
One of the primary reasons for differences in natural deaths may be because private 
facilities are not equipped with prison hospitals. Given that public facilities are higher in 
security levels and contain hospitals, the inmate population in custody will die more. 
Therefore, it may be that sicker prisoners are more likely to be found in public facilities. 
The differences in homicide and suicide in Texas may be explained by the lower security 
levels found in private facilities. Public facilities house more dangerous prisoners and the 
facilities themselves are much larger.  
VI. Limitations 
 Given this study’s exploratory nature, several limitations should be considered. 
This study is the first step in analyzing deaths in public and private facilities in the United 
States. The data presented in this study is in preparation for more sophisticated regression 
models that will use count data for each facility in order to determine factors that 
influence death in private and public facilities. This analysis will also extend to rare 
events, as not all facilities had deaths in every year.  Some of the control variables that 
should be considered for future analysis include the medical abilities of each facility, 
geriatric facilities for the elderly, and the average length of stay for each facility. Another 
confounding variable in the study is that inmates are not place randomly in these 
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facilities, therefore this certainly affects outcomes in custody. The same can be said about 
the unknown health of inmates prior to incarceration. Future research should also focus 
on deaths other than those labeled as suicide, homicide, and natural.   
 This study provides an important look at the differences that exist between 
decedents in public and private facilities. Given that this study only looked at two 
individual states, the generalizability of the results is limited. Another important 
limitation to consider is the accuracy of the data provided by the Texas Justice Initiative 
and the Florida Department of Corrections. It is possible that data may have been 
incorrectly labeled or that there is additional missing data. The accuracy limitations also 
extend to the population data provided by both the Florida Department of Corrections and 
the Texas Department of Criminal Justice.  
 Other countries, such as Australia, have taken a serious look at the differences in 
death that may exist between private and public institutions. The literature of the 
privatization of prisons is incomplete without a discussion of death in custody. Today, 
privatization of prisons in the United States stands at a crossroads. Whether the new 
administration and individual states decide to continue to privatize their facilities, it is 
imperative to highlight these issues.  Future research should be directed, not only to shed 
light on the factors that influence deaths in private facilities, but to also address the high 
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Appendix A 
List of Private Facilities in Florida and Texas 
Table 1: Private Facilities in Florida and Texas 




Bay Correctional  
Facility 
GEO Group, Inc. 985 1995 
Blackwater River 
Correctional Facility 
GEO Group, Inc. 2,000 2008 
Gadsden Correctional 
Facility 
MTC 1,544 1995 
Graceville Correctional 
Facility 
GEO Group, Inc. 1,884 2007 
Lake City Correctional 
Facility 
CCA 894 1997 
Moore Haven 
Correctional Facility 
GEO Group, Inc. 985 1995 
South Bay Correctional 
Facility 


















Bartlett State  
Jail 
CCA 1,049 1995 
James Bradshaw State 
Jail 
CCA 1,980 1995* 
Bridgeport Correctional 
Center 
MTC 520 1989 
Cleveland Correctional 
Center 
GEO Group, Inc. 520 1989 
Dawson State  
Jail 
CCA 2,216 1997 
Diboll Correctional 
Center 
MTC 518 1995 
East Texas Multi-Use 
Facility 
MTC 2,236 2004 



















Sanders Estes Unit MTC 1,040 1989 
Kyle Correctional 
Center 
MTC 520 1989 
John R. Lindsey  
State Jail 
CCA 1,031 1995 
Mineral Wells  
Pre-Parole Transfer 
Facility 
CCA 2,103 1995* 
Billy Moore 
Correctional Center 
MTC 500 1995 
Newton County 
Correctional Center 








MTC 450 1993 
Reid Community 
Residential Facility 




MTC 275 1992 
Willacy County State 
Jail 
CCA 1,069 1995 
Sources: Florida Department of Corrections and the Texas Department of Criminal 
Justice 









Inmate Death in Public and Private Prisons    48 
 
Appendix B 
Demographics for Florida and Texas 
Figure 1: Demographic Make Up of Florida Decedents 
 
Source: Florida Department of Corrections 















Source: Florida Department of Corrections 
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Figure 3: Demographic Make Up of Texas Decedents 
 
Source: Texas Justice Initiative 
 
















Source: Texas Justice Initiative 
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Table 1B: Descriptive Statistics for Florida Decedents 
 All Public Private 
Deaths 
Total 4,227 4,161 66 
Percent 100% 98.4% 1.6% 
Age 
Average 55.01 55.15 46.23 
Max 94 94 70 
Sex 
Male 4,010 3,959 51 
Percent 94.9% 95.1% 77.3% 
Female 217 202 15 
Percent 5.1% 4.9% 22.7% 
Manner 
of Death 
Homicide 84 82 2 
Percent 2% 2% 3% 
Suicide 128 124 4 
Percent 3% 3% 6.1% 
Natural 3,789 3,737 52 
Percent 89.6% 89.8% 78.8% 
Source: Florida Department of Corrections 
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Table 2B: Descriptive Statistics for Texas Decedents 
 All Public Private 
Deaths 
Total 4,675 4,594 81 
Percent 100% 98.3% 1.7% 
Age 
Average 54.35 54.46 48.17 
Max 92 92 74 
 
Sex 
Male 4,482 4,408 74 
Percent 95.9% 96% 91.4% 
Female 193 186 7 





Homicide 48 48 0 
Percent 1% 1% 0% 
Suicide 296 294 2 
Percent 6.3% 6.4% 2.5% 
Natural 4,219 4,143 76 
Percent 90.2% 90.2% 93.8% 
Source: Texas Justice Initiative and Texas Department of Criminal Justice 
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Appendix C 
Florida Table Means 
Table 1C: Descriptive Statistics for Number of Stays, Total Number of Days 
and Days in Last Incarceration Period for Florida Decedents 
Facility 
 Type 
Total Number of 
Stays 
Total Number of 
Days 
Days in Last 
Incarceration 
Total 
Mean 2.35 4,452.5069 3,322.8538 
N 4,228 4,228 4,228 
Std. 
Deviation 
1.93152 3,850.30397 3,502.64601 
Private 
Mean 2.5909 3,891.6212 2,570.4242 
N 66 66 66 
Std. 
Deviation 
2.12659 3,553.44211 2,726.48496 
Public 
Mean 2.3462 4,461.4012 3,334.7857 
N 4,162 4,162 4162 
Std. 
Deviation 
1.93152 3854.56459 3,512.53197 
Source: Florida Department of Corrections 
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Appendix D 
Facility Security in Florida and Texas 
Table 1D: Facility Security Level and Facility Type in Florida  
Facility Security Level 
 3 4 5 6 7 Total 
Facility 
Type 
Public 5 234 831 2,843 230 4,143 
Private 26 0 40 0 0 66 
Total 31 234 871 2,843 230 4,209 
Source: Florida Department of Corrections 
 
Table 2D: Homicide, Suicide, and Natural deaths vs Facility Security Level 
in Public and Private Prisons in Florida 
Facility Security Level 
 3 4 5 6 7 Total 
Overall 
Homicide 0 3 45 31 2 81 
Suicide 1 9 53 47 18 128 
Natural 29 196 708 2,648 195 3,776 
Public 
Homicide 0 3 43 31 2 79 
Suicide 0 9 50 47 18 124 
Natural 5 196 680 2,648 195 3,724 
Private 
Homicide 0 0 2 0 0 2 
Suicide 1 0 3 0 0 4 
Natural 24 0 28 0 0 52 
Source: Florida Department of Corrections 
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Table 3D: Facility Security Level and Facility Type in Texas 
Facility Security Level 
 0 2 3 4 5 6 7 MH* N/A Total 
Facility 
Type 
Public 12 180 293 310 2,007 76 1,603 88 25 4,594 
Private 34 35 0 0 0 0 0 0 12 81 
Total 46 215 293 310 2,007 76 1,603 0 37 4,675 
Source: Texas Justice Initiative and Texas Department of Criminal Justice 
*Mental Health 
 
Table 4D: Homicide, Suicide, and Natural deaths vs Facility Security Level 
in Public and Private Prisons in Texas 
Facility Security Level 
 0 2 3 4 5 6 7 MH* N/A Total 
Overall 
Homicide 0 2 2 6 32 1 2 1 2 48 
Suicide 1 7 16 50 179 14 4 23 2 296 
Natural 44 194 256 244 1,758 58 1,585 55 25 4,219 
Public 
Homicide 0 2 2 6 32 1 2 1 2 48 
Suicide 0 6 16 50 179 14 4 23 2 294 
Natural 11 160 256 244 1,758 58 1,585 55 16 4,143 
Private 
Homicide 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Suicide 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 
Natural 33 34 0 0 0 0 0 0 9 78 
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Appendix E 
Facility Years  
Table 1E: Facility Years in Florida and Texas from 2005-2015 
 Florida Texas 














2005 244 3 82,920 5,720 356 7 143,578.93 13,497 
2006 261 2 86,684 5,764 447 9 144,649.30 13,767 
2007 249 5 89,878 7,495 440 6 142,264.86 11,630 
2008 291 4 91,474 8,104 471 13 143,231.20 17,716 
2009 278 3 92,893 8,431 431 9 141,398.12 17,366 
2010 275 4 92,332 9,695 381 6 140,267.33 14,006 
2011 297 4 90,594 10,482 420 6 141,733.67 14,517 
2012 324 2 90,577 10,542 466 7 142,208.74 14,140 
2013 305 3 90,150 10,618 438 7 137,610.04 16,051 
2014 346 7 89,721 10,846 409 7 141,125.84 9,895 
2015 354 9 88,357 10,811 416 4 140,440.47 9,562 
Total 3,224 46 985,580 98,508 4,675 81 1,558,508. 152,151 
 
Source: Florida Department of Corrections and Texas Department of Criminal Justice 
 
 
